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Possible Worlds 
If this relationship fails, Sasha thinks, it will be because she doesn't 
own a couch. She has discouraged several offers— a faded chenille upholstered 
love seat from a colleague, a mod-70's daisy-print hide-a-bed from her cousin. 
But Sasha would rather have an empty apartment than a couch that isn't quite 
right. 
Sasha is sitting in a stripped oak ladder-back chair thinking about Sam, 
though she should be planning her French HI lesson. Sasha teaches honors 
French at Jefferson High School. Sam is married to a woman who cannot make 
love to him. She has the disease, whose name Sasha can never remember, that 
causes her vaginal muscles to contract upon the slightest mention of intercourse. 
Sam sees Sasha and another woman named Jan or Joanne. Sam can get away 
with this just as some men can crack sexist jokes and call women "babes." Sam 
is coming for dinner this evening and Sasha knows they will retire to her bed; it 
is the most comfortable surface in her apartment. 
The first time Sam came for dinner they sat in Sasha's living room— 
Sam in the Shaker rocker and Sasha on her ladder-back. Sasha had just made a 
perfect Hollandaise and Sam was saying, "I think you should know, I'm 
married, but I'm very attracted to you." And so it was decided they would not 
actually have sex. They might kiss and cuddle; "keep each other warm," were 
the exact words. The winters in Chicago are very cold. 
Jefferson High School is in Winnetka, one of Chicago's wealthiest 
suburbs. Sasha's students come from families that own the Kraft Company, run 
the American Bar Association, or invented white-out. Sasha happens to know 
some of them spend more on clothes in a month than she makes shaping their 
young minds. 
She enters the classroom late. Someone has scrawled on the black-
board, "Voulez-vous coucher avec moi ce soir?" Sasha stammers and feels 
suddenly as if her students are privy to her social life. No, she tells herself, 
don't be ridiculous. 
"Would someone be so kind as to translate this for us?" Sasha says, 
opening her grade book and putting checks by their chosen French names. 
Every class has at least one Brigitte. No one replies. 
"Do you see any irony in the use of the formal in this question? The 
use of ~vous'?" Someone in the back snickers. Monique Simpson smooths her 
purple leather skirt. 
"Well, you'd expect this question to be addressed to someone you 
know intimately, n'est-ce pas?" Sasha says. "Someone with whom you'd use 
*tu.' Renaud, please tell the class how to say this less formally." Sasha recog-
nizes the handwriting. This is probably the only French Renaud will ever need 
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to know. After class there are at least two freshman girls waiting for him. The 
class shifts, legs recross, notebooks open. 
"Never mind," Sasha says, "We have lots to cover today." She intro-
duces the paper topic for their mid-term, an essay on Candide. Everyone 
groans. Sasha doesn't understand. These are her gifted students. Last summer 
Sasha took them to Paris for six weeks. They returned to the hotel each night 
with mod haircuts and new leather jackets, spouting argot. Sasha feels remarka-
bly unhip. She has a single brown braid that reaches her waist. 
The rest of the class is spent in discussion groups. Sasha wanders 
around the class listening, correcting sentence structure. Because of the French 
conversation tapes, their accents are improving. 
Sasha is making coq au vin for Sam. She loves to cook. She loves the 
piles of vegtables on her cutting board: the thin strips of carrot, the scallion 
rounds, the spongy mushrooms. If she can do this, Sasha believes, she can do 
anything. Sam is coming by after a photo session in Lincoln Park. 
Sam studied photography at the Art Institute. He spent the last years of 
the Vietnam war in Laos, putting together a photo essay. Now he works for an 
insurance company, taking pictures of people's valuables for their policy files. 
On the weekends he takes pictures of old brick sidewalks in Wicker Park, the 
detailing of the Corinthian columns at the Fine Arts Theatre. Once he took 
twenty-one shots of Sasha's left breast. 
Sasha makes vinaigrette dressing, mixing olive oil, raspberry vinegar 
and Dijon mustard as she learned in France. People rave about Sasha's dressing. 
Each year at Christmas, she mixes huge batches and gives her friends cruets 
with red plaid ribbons tied around them. 
Sam buzzes from the lobby and Sasha lets him in. He has a bottle of 
Merlot Burgundy and three white roses with pink-edged petals. He sets them on 
the table and pulls Sasha to him. 
"Hi," she murmurs into his chest. His jacket smells like an office. 
"When are you going to let your hair down for me?" Sam asks, playing 
with her braid. 
"Dinner is almost ready, if you want to open the wine," Sasha says 
pulling away. "You know where the glasses are." 
Sasha and Sam move gracefully around each other in her kitchen. Sam 
brings in the plates and Sasha tosses the salad. At the table, Sasha watches Sam 
eat. She is hardly hungry after cooking, but she loves to see Sam enjoy her 
efforts. He makes purring noises between bites—the same noises he makes in 
bed as Sasha licks his neck, his belly. 
Sam wipes his lips and pours more wine. "These people in Lincoln 
Park just got married and they collected so much loot, Revereware silver bowls, 
Waterford crystal, Ming vases, you wouldn't believe it." 
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Sasha rolls the wine in her glass imitating the vintners in Bordeaux. 
Supposedly you can tell the quality of a wine by the streaks it makes on the 
inside of the glass. 
"The people were really interested in my photography. I told them 
about my real work and they want to look at some of my Buckingham fountain 
close-ups for their living room." 
"I know they'll love them, Sam." She raises her glass to Sam's and 
they swallow together. Sam snakes his hand across the table and takes Sasha's. 
In France it is considered rude to keep your hands in your lap while at the table 
because, Sasha was told, "No one knows what you're doing with your hands 
down there." In America it is inappropriate to put your arms on the table. Sasha 
doesn't know what to do anymore. 
They take their coffee to Sasha's bedroom. Sasha lies next to Sam, a 
hand cupping his shoulder. This is how it should be, Sasha thinks—a lovely 
dinner, a man and a woman with a stretch of evening before them. 
"Jan is going to see a therapist for her problem," Sam says. "I thought 
you should know." 
Jan is his wife, Sasha remembers now. Joanne is the other woman. 
"It's possible the doctor can help her work out some things she's 
reacting to, things from her childhood," Sam says, taking Sasha's cup and 
putting it on the night table. "I need to stick with her through this." 
Sasha has seen a picture of Jan. Once while Sam slept she went 
through his wallet. Jan has a small upturned nose and ivory skin. Sasha 
expected her to have pursed lips, but Jan's were full and covered in coral 
lipstick. Sam is kissing Sasha's ear. 
Sasha wakes later as Sam pulls away. She sees him putting on his 
pants. When Sasha thinks of Sam during the day, this is the image that comes to 
mind—Sam in blue light stepping into woolen trousers. It is late. Sasha has no 
idea what he tells his wife and she isn't sure she wants to know. 
Sasha collects her students' papers. Isabelle Horton shuffles to Sasha's 
desk. She has a maroon hickey on her neck. 
"Can I turn my paper in tomorrow?" she asks, adjusting her turtleneck. 
"Absolutely not," Sasha says. "We have rules here, you know." 
Sasha flips through the papers. They are all there except Isabelle's. 
Phillipe Grossman's is titled L'epoque de Voltaire et Rousseau. They haven't 
studied Rousseau. Phillipe struggles with irregular verbs and constantly makes 
masculine articles feminine. Caroline's is titled Voltaire en Histoire: des idees 
morales et politiques en France au 18th siecle. Sasha looks up at her class. 
Twenty-three sets of bleary eyes gaze at her. She wonders if high school 
students still get stoned before class. 
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At lunch Sasha checks the library for a bibliography on Voltaire. 
Caroline's title is there in black and white. So is Phillipe's. Sasha checks the 
card catalog and finds the books. Her students have replicated the texts word for 
word. They haven't even cheated intelligently. It is so much easier to do things 
the right way, Sasha thinks, as she gulps down a sandwich before her next class. 
Sasha calls Phillipe into her office. 
"I'm sorry," he says. "My parents are pressuring me to get good 
grades. They want me to go to Dartmouth." 
"Are you aware of the ramifications of plagiarizing?" Sasha asks. 
"Can I still pass the class?" Phillipe asks, pretending to sniffle. 
"Don't you understand? You have taken something that isn't yours," 
Sasha says, rising. "I'm going to have to give you an F on the paper." 
When Sam calls, Sasha is eating a peanut butter sandwich. Sam is at a 
bar somewhere; Sasha can tell from the background noise. A women's voice 
keeps piercing their conversation. Sam is saying something about selling some 
prints to the couple in Lincoln Park. 
"I knew they'd like them," Sasha says. She tells him about her 
students' essays. 
"What did you expect, Sasha? They're only high school kids." 
Sam isn't coming over tonight. He has a lot of files to go through at the 
office, but he promises to come over Saturday afternoon. "I have a surprise for 
you," he says. 
Sasha opens the package her mother sent her. Inside is a book entitled 
The Truth About Women and AIDS and a flannel nightgown. Sasha remembers 
a story Sam told her about the whores in Saigon. The book says you are 
sleeping with everyone your partner has ever slept with. Sasha is glad she and 
Sam don't really have sex. 
Sasha puts on her nightgown and translates a Paul Eluard poem. It is 
nice, Sasha tells herself, to have the whole bed to herself and her dresser free of 
Sam's dingy wallet, his loose change, and his pack of Winstons. 
Sasha hears the El roar by, taking people home, to the theatre, connect-
ing them to other trains. She fiddles with the phone cord on her night table, 
trying to untangle the knots. She considers calling Sam at home and telling him 
about her AIDS book. Maybe she could locate information on the married man 
with multiple partners. The safest men to sleep with are heterosexuals from 
Montana. Sam has always lived in Chicago. 
On Saturday Sam arrives at noon. 
"I'm taking you to the Bistro in Water Tower," he says. "Jan's in 
therapy until four." 
Sasha loves the peach and mint decor at the Bistro and the grey 
windows that look out over the downtown. 
At the restaurant, Sam tells Sasha he wants to buy her a couch. 
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"I made lots of money on those prints. I want to buy you a nice 
Christmas present." 
Sasha imagines a cream upholstered settee, tea rose fabric, a soft rolling 
back. She wants something simple, yet elegant. The waiter removes their plates 
and Sam takes out his Winstons. 
They never give you enough food at places like this," Sam says. 
Sasha appreciates the arrangement of the food on the plate, the variety 
of colors, the carrot peel swirl by the new potatoes. She is satisfied. She takes 
the peach linen napkin from her lap. 
Sam quit smoking after art school and now he doesn't inhale. 
"The pleasure without the worry," he says. 
The man sitting at the next table turns and grins at Sam. "Yeah, I know 
what you mean." 
"You a smoker?" Sam asks. "Join us for an after lunch cigarette. It's 
getting harder and harder to find smokers these days." 
Sasha reaches for a cigarette as the man scoots his chair between her 
and Sam. Sasha is envious of Sam's easiness with strangers as he leans forward 
and lights the man's cigarette and then his own. Sasha taps his shoulder. 
"Never three on a match, Sasha. That's what they said in Nam. It gave 
the enemy time to spot the light, aim and fire," Sam says, waving out the match. 
Sam and Sasha push through the crowds on Michigan Avenue. The 
wind whips Sasha's braid into her face as Sam guides her into Marshall Fields. 
Sasha sees herself and Sam reflected in the glass doors. Sam looks dignified, 
composed; he is a man who has bought many couches, filled an entire suburban 
home with furniture. Sasha wonders if people can tell she is having an affair 
with Sam. Sasha doesn't think she looks like a real mistress. She owns no 
lingerie, only all-cotton briefs. Sasha notes that no one looks at them funny as 
they head for the furniture department. 
The salesman addresses Sam. He leads them to a neutral weave 
sectional couch. 
"This is a superb arrangement, Sir," he says gesturing for Sam and 
Sasha to sit. "The pieces are interchangeable." 
The cushions feel as if they are stuffed with cardboard. Sasha exam-
ines the weave and points out the threads of polyester to Sam. He squints to see 
their glisten. 
"I don't like it," Sasha whispers. 
"What else can you show us," Sam says. 
The man shows Sam and Sasha a green velvet settee with mahogany 
detailing. 
"This is fashioned after a piece from Louis the Fourteenth's parlor." 
Sasha runs her fingers along the roses carved into the crest behind the 
seat. 
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"No, it's not quite what I want," she says. She looks at Sam sitting 
stiffly on the edge of the seat. "We are looking," she sputters, "we are looking 
for the best of all possible couches." Sam laughs, clutching his stomach, still 
perched on the settee. Sasha thinks of Pangloss lost in the cosmetics depart-
ment, trapped between the Estee Lauder trial samples and the Lancome counter. 
Sam stands up and wraps his arms around her. They rock, still giggling. Sasha 
looks at the display unit next to them—a living room set, complete with glass 
pears, The New Yorker, and an ashtray on the chrome and glass table. Sasha 
steps back and looks at Sam. How easily she can be intimate with this man, 
someone else's husband, in what could be someone else's living room. "Let's 
go," she says, retrieving her purse from the Lazy-boy recliner. 
Sasha and Sam spend the rest of the afternoon looking at couches. The 
futons with their oak frames are too stark; the fold-out couches don't offer 
enough support. At an imports store, Sasha buys a Aztec-patterned floor pillow. 
She loved the brown and red pattern. Sam puts her in a taxi and pays the driver. 
It is almost 4:00. Jan will be waiting. 
Sasha places the pillow by her walnut coffee table. The browns match 
perfectly. Sasha puts a red candle in her terra cotta hurricane lamp and lights it. 
The candle picks up the reddish triangles in the center of the pillow. 
In the middle of the night Sasha awakes. She has fallen asleep with her 
clothes on and the AIDS book beside her. She wanted to call Sam to thank him 
for lunch, to find out how Jan's therapy went. She dials the number. Maybe Jan 
is visiting her sister in Madison again. The last time Jan was out of town, Sam 
stayed with Sasha all night. Sasha will hang up if Jan answers. 
"Hello, it's me," Sasha says, when Sam answers right away. 
"What's the matter? What's going on?" Sam asks. He sounds gruff 
and Sasha hears Jan murmur in the background. Sasha wonders what she sleeps 
in, wonders if she buries her hands between Sam's legs to keep warm as Sasha 
does. Sasha fears their house has an eagle emblem over the garage. She doesn't 
even know Sam's address. A whole world exists within a marriage, Sasha 
decides. Sam visits her from this world like a late-night alien, a poltergeist, a 
body-snatcher. 
Sam is saying something about "getting right on it tomorrow." Sasha 
hangs up. 
Sasha is sitting cross-legged on her new floor pillow listening to Sam 
explain why she should never call him at home. 
"Look, I'm sure Jan knows I'm seeing other people, but I don't want it 
shoved in her face. There are limits, you know," Sam says, lighting a Winston. 
Sasha remembers a night last month. She and Sam had seen a Singer 
exhibit at the Art Institute, and then Sam rubbed almond oil over her body and 
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massaged her until her stiff neck went away. Sam was lying naked on top of 
her, saying, "What's the difference between this and being inside of you?" 
Now Sam is saying, "Sasha, I can't believe you are being this unrea-
sonable. I've always admired your sense of propriety. I'm simply asking you 
not to call me at home." 
Sam looks uncomfortable on the ladder-back chair. Sasha has papers to 
grade. She twists her braid around her finger and rocks into the pillow's 
softness. 
"No, this isn't quite right," Sasha says, pulling her knees up to her chin. 
She watches Sam light another cigarette, and with her fingers she outlines the 
Aztec triangles, three red flames. 
-Rachel Hall 
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